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The summer I turned seven, my little sister drowned in our pool. At first I 
thought her body was part of the fishing world. Every Christmas my father stood 
at the deep end and threw plastic fish, and if you missed you had to dive down 
with the net and collect the colourful ones before they floated to the bottom. So I 
didn’t pay much attention when my sister drowned because I was used to things 
sinking. Except after a while I noticed her hair was tangled in the drain pipe. I 
thought she might drift around that silver plate forever so I stopped snorkelling 
for jellies and went to play in the garden. 
In the garden, I started to tell stories in case my mother found out and the one 
I told best was called The Chlorine. The Chlorine turned the water green and gave 
everyone a bellyache. The dead things around the pool confirmed it. The ducks 
that drank there occasionally were gone and the beetles were floating on their 
sides and some of their wings were missing. I told another story in the beginning 
called Dinner Time, which always made me feel better, because at dinner an 
obscure light sets in everyone’s eyes and it is impossible to see.  
 
When the neighbours asked, and they did—many times in fact—I told the story 
about the sea witch who lives beneath the drain hole. I saw her come out once 
and snatch a possum, with one of her black tentacles. She ate the creature whole. 
My father, who was afraid of animals, sprayed the area with poison. Sometimes he 
would add things to the house when the sea witch wasn’t there. Once he wired a 
spot-light to the balcony. The light swept across the yard and revealed the curves 
of the pool. At the back of the house, above the laundry, he also installed a 
sensor. When the sea witch found the cable, she broke into the box and cut the 
circuit. While my father fumbled around in the dark, she slipped a snake into the 
water. For your children, she said. 
 
When I told these stories, the teachers at school smiled and listened, and soon 
my stories became so wonderful that when I spoke no one thought about bad 
things like car crashes, or toothache, or what happened in the dirty water. When 
Miss McKenzie stopped me at the usual parts—to squeeze my cheeks or ask a 
question—I told her this was all I remembered and after all, I said, I’m only seven. 
And if she frowned or started digging round, I told her strange nonsense things 
like, things aren’t what they seem.  
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And I was right, because when my sister drowned she didn’t look like any of 
the other kids who splashed around in summer. You know, the ones who get 
sucked out past the surfers. She didn’t bob up and down or cry for help, or wave 
her arms for a lifesaver. She didn’t thrash and spasm, or beat against the tide. She 
simply went into the water that day and slipped away. She slipped for a couple of 
hours until eventually someone noticed. My Aunty Linda, in fact. I was digging 
for worms when she grabbed me. Where’s your sister, she said.  
 
I was glad it was my Aunt who found her and not my mother because everyone 
said my Aunt was an excellent swimmer and that one time, she even went to the 
Olympics and swam breaststroke. My mother also said that my Aunt wrestled 
crocodiles on the west coast of Africa. But I never saw any scars. My mother was 
a Christian woman who went to Church on Sundays and prayed for sinners but 
she lied sometimes for others. Once, the government sent a man to school with a 
box of sealed papers. He took us to a special room and gave us an IQ test. When I 
asked my mother how I scored, she said off the charts and I felt happy and clever. 
But when my father heard he put his paper down and said, really Maryanne. Still, if 
anyone could have saved my sister it was my Aunty Linda. She must have known 
this too, because when my mother stood up from the table, my Aunt said, don’t. 
 
At the edge of the pool, my Aunt hitched up her skirt and pulled my sister out 
by the ankle. I can’t be certain about the next part because my cousin Kimberly 
says it didn’t happen, but my sister just hung there upside down while my Aunt 
called an ambulance. My sister stayed like that for so long that a crow swooped 
down to take her.  
When my father heard what happened he started pulling out his hair and 
shouting, it can’t be her. But I knew for certain it was my sister because she was 
wearing the orange togs we bought at K-mart. When Mrs Cutler heard the news, 
she rushed over with her husband. She led me across the yard to the barbeque and 
dried my hair with a tea-towel. Her husband, Mr Cutler, shut the gate and sat 
down in the gutter. Jesus Christ, he said. When Mrs Cutler heard, she pulled me 
over to the bushes.  
Where’s your mother, she said. I told Mrs Cutler my mother was inside cutting up 
the chicken.  
     And besides, I said, my sister and I are excellent swimmers, just like our Aunt.  
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After the ambulance took my sister away, all the mothers except mine took 
their children inside and rinsed their faces. Two men arrived in matching suits and 
walked around the pool with notepads. One crouched down on his knees and ran 
his hands along the pavement. In the water, where the sea witch lived, he found a 
tuff of black hair. The officer, who was very good at finding things, also spotted 
an earring. A perfect pearl floating in the deep end. When the officer saw the flash 
of white, he lured it to the side with a paddle.  
     Mike, he said, you need to see this. 
My mother watched from the balcony. 
 
Later that night, we had fish and chips for dinner. My sister wasn’t there so I 
got extra lemon. When I finished licking all my fingers, my father said we should 
wash the dishes. After I rinsed the last bowl, I noticed my hands had shrivelled 
into the hands of someone older. My father, trying to distract me, pulled the plug 
from the sink. The water swirled around the open hole and made a strange 
choking noise before disappearing forever.  
That night when everyone else was sleeping, my mother came into my room 
and sat on the end of my bed. She said she wanted to tell me a story to help me 
fall asleep. She said that in the olden days, they used to tie rocks to the feet of bad 
children and throw them in the river. If they threw a girl to the current and she 
sank to the bottom, then she was innocent. But if she floated to the top, then it 
meant she was a witch.  
So, she said. Would you float or sink? 
I don’t understand, I said. 
My mother sat by my side for a little while, playing with the knots in my hair. 
In the dark room, I wondered what would happen to us.  
I didn’t see my sister anymore. I never heard her calling. And soon, in 
forgetting to hear the opening of a gate or the sound of a splash, I forgot all about 
her. There was my father and my mother, and my Aunt Linda, but there wasn’t a 
little sister. She was a character in a story I told once; someone who met the sea 
witch. 
 
 
